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CYRIL HOPKINS’S MARCUS 
CLARKE, EDITED BY LAURIE 
HERGENHAN, KEN STEWART AND 
MICHAEL WILDING, PUBLISHED 
BY AUSTRALIAN SCHOLARLY 
PUBLISHING, MELBOURNE, WILL 
BE LAUNCHED AT THE FRYER 
LIBRARY ON 21 JULY 2009. HERE, 
LAURIE HERGENHAN SHARES THE 
TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS OF 
EDITING A MANUSCRIPT WRITTEN 
A CENTURY AGO ABOUT ONE OF 
AUSTRALIA’S MOST RENOWNED 
WRITERS.
arcus Clarke (1846-1881) is mainly 
known as the author of His Natural 
Life (HNL), a novel that has remained 
in print for 130 years since publication, as well as 
being adapted for stage and film. Mark Twain, for 
one, was impressed by a Sydney theatre produc-
tion on his visit to Australia, becoming an admirer 
of Clarke’s work. 
But Michael Wilding has established that Clarke 
was much more than a one-book author. He 
wrote numerous short stories: of up-country life, 
Gothic romance and mystery, and also tales of 
early Australian history. He was a man of the 
Melbourne theatre, as author and critic; and he 
produced a steady stream of scintillating journal-
ism about his adopted city: its doctors, lawyers, 
the post-gold-rush nouveaux riches, Bohemians, 
and down-and-outs, looking beneath what he 
called urban life’s patchwork surface. He was 
Sub-Librarian at the Public Library for many 
years, yet also a bon viveur, a connoisseur of the 
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spectacle of the city streets and the night life: of 
migrant cafes, pubs and places of entertainment. 
Clarke was one of Australia’s first truly profes-
sional, hard-working men of letters, reading and 
writing prolifically, reviewing, editing magazines, 
experimenting with the main literary genres, and 
drawing on cosmopolitan models, including 
French, American, German and Russian.
More about the life of this foundation Australian 
author needs to be known, for what exists is in-
adequate. The biographical essay by his posthu-
mous editor, Hamilton Mackinnon, is sketchy and 
unreliable. Brian Elliott’s life (1958) went much 
further, but left more to uncover. Accordingly, a 
manuscript biography held in the Mitchell Library, 
and rich with first-hand information about Clarke, 
called for editing into book form, a project appeal-
ing to me and my co-editors. The manuscript is 
a life by Cyril Hopkins, brother of the poet Gerard 
Manley Hopkins, written a hundred years ago. 
Clarke attended high school in London with the 
Hopkins brothers, becoming their close friend. 
Cyril provides the only first-hand account of this 
part of Clarke’s life, along with glimpses of fam-
ily history. He records details of school life and 
Clarke’s first ventures into writing. He shared 
these ventures with Gerard, who illustrated some 
of Clarke’s early Gothic tales. Gerard also ad-
mired Clarke’s early verse. When Clarke migrated 
to Australia aged sixteen, Cyril was the only one 
Clarke kept in close touch with by letter. With 
Clarke’s early death, aged thirty-five, they never 
met again. Cyril, in his retirement, decided to 
memorialise his friend.
What helps to make Cyril’s biography such an 
invaluable record is that he draws at length on 
Clarke’s intimate letters which are no longer extant. 
While Cyril’s account has been used by Elliott and 
by Gerard Manly Hopkins scholars, they have 
commented on and quoted from it only selectively. 
Moreover, in the case of researchers from over-
seas, their knowledge is usually indirect because 
of the inaccessibility of the original manuscript. 
Cyril witnessed the tragic circumstances which 
triggered Clarke’s emigration. The health of 
Clarke’s father, a well-off lawyer, suddenly dete-
riorated: his mind collapsed and he died unex-
pectedly. Instead of leaving his son, Marcus, well 
provided for as expected, the father’s affairs were 
in disarray and he left little money. Clarke was 
forced to try his fortunes in Australia, the same 
year that Gerard went up to Oxford and eventually 
to Stonyhurst to become a Jesuit, while Cyril took 
up the comfortable position of marine insurance 
broker, following in his father’s footsteps. Clarke’s 
hurt was so deep and private he swore Cyril to 
secrecy when Cyril once witnessed his distress.
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In his letters ‘home’ to Cyril, Clarke characteristi-
cally put the best face on his colonial experience 
but we can read between the lines and at times 
detect Clarke’s sense of loss and his uncertainty. 
On the other hand, as a respectable Victorian, 
Cyril toned down Clarke’s ‘bohemianism’ out of 
loyalty to his friend, even sometimes expurgating 
letters by using asterisks. While this disappoints 
a modern reader, it does serve to throw Clarke’s 
unconventionality into relief.
Most early colonial authors wrote about bush life 
believing that the bush was what English readers 
wanted to hear about. In his letters Clarke wrote 
vividly of bush and city. His experiences as an 
early type of jackeroo contrast with the worlds of 
colonial romance in the novels of Kingsley and 
Boldrewood, showing the grimmer as well as the 
positive sides of daily life. Clarke enjoyed the out-
doors, with its exhilaration of riding fast and freely, 
but he also records the monotony and disasters 
(like bushfires) and the rough life in out-station 
huts. He registered, too, both the beauty and the 
alien qualities of the wilder scenery of the Victo-
rian western district which inspired his famous 
description of ‘the keynote of Australian scenery’ 
as ‘weird melancholy’.  
Cyril’s biography provides the main record for 
later bibliographies of Clarke’s prolific journalistic 
writings. From 1873-1880 he was Sub-Librarian 
of the Melbourne Public Library, a large institu-
tion even at the time; but his hopes of becoming 
Librarian were dashed by financial difficulties and 
social miscalculations. He was not a conventional 
librarian, whether for his own day or ours, yet he 
had a large library of his own, he took a biblio-
graphical interest in books and he was a profes-
sional library-user. His first collection of historical 
tales Old Tales of a Young Country (1871) were 
‘dug out by me… from the store of pamphlets, 
books and records of old times, which is in the 
Public Library….’ HNL had similar origins.
One of these tales, the ironically titled, ‘The First 
Queensland Explorer’, shows that his researches 
stretched far afield. It retells the tale of James 
Murrell who lived for seventeen years with Abo-
rigines after being shipwrecked. The Murell story 
resurfaced in David Malouf’s novel Remembering 
Babylon and it foreshadows the stories about 









Other Queensland connections include perform-
ances of the dramatised His Natural Life at the 
Theatre Royal in Brisbane in 1886 and contribu-
tions to the weekend paper the Queenslander 
which serialised his novels Long Odds (1874) 
and HNL (1875-1876), and published some of his 
stories. Clarke was for a time ‘Melbourne Core-
spondent’ to the Brisbane Courier.
Given the range of Clarke’s interests, cosmopoli-
tan knowledge and reading, Cyril’s biography 
demanded substantial contextual notes to make 
it fully available to a modern reader. Accordingly, 
reference notes became the main focus of the 
editors’ task. These were shared out between 
the three of us: Michael and Ken were based in 
Sydney while I did most of my research in the 
Fryer Library. 
For some of the time I was fortunate in being 
granted an honorary Fryer Fellowship, the first 
of its kind. This afforded me special facilities for 
which I am most grateful. Both the Fryer Library’s 
holdings and the assistance of librarians were 
invaluable aids. 
Cyril provided few notes to his text, taking it for 
granted that readers would readily understand 
both the content and references of his story, but 
they are more demanding for later readers than 
he realised. Accordingly, most of our research 
recuperated information about people, places, 
events, and books mentioned. 
While some material was available online it was 
necessary to consult books, magazines and other 
materials, in both Fryer and the adjoining Social 
Sciences and Humanities Library—especially 
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the latter’s strong holdings of Victoriana. These 
include grand runs of magazines such as the 
Fortnightly and the Cornhill. Having access to 
items in their first context of magazine publication 
was especially valuable, as in comparing Francis 
Adams’s articles on Clarke with their appearance 
in book form.
In the 1970s a cluster of articles and two books, 
both published by University of Queensland 
Press, my selection of Clarke’s journalism, A 
Colonial City (1972) and Michael Wilding’s Marcus 
Clarke (1976, a reprint of HNL and selected short 
pieces), revived critical interest in Clarke’s work.
The edition of Cyril Hopkins’s Marcus Clarke aims 
to redirect attention back to Clarke once again. In 
the present literary climate, so preoccupied with 
the ephemeral, with contemporary writing and 
speculation about future celebrities, it is useful 
to turn back to the past; in this case to a classic 
Australian author and his colonial times, to ask 
what they have to say to a twenty-first century 
audience.
LAURIE HERGENHAN, AO, FAHA, Emeritus 
Professor of Australian Literature at The 
University of Queensland, was the founding 
editor (1963-2002) of Australian Literary Studies. 
He edited a series called Australian Authors (over 
thirty volumes) for the University of Queensland 
Press, 1975-1998. His books include a study of 
the convict novel, Unnatural Lives; The Australian 
Short Story; general editor The Penguin New 
Literary History of Australia; an edition of Marcus 
Clarke’s journalism, A Colonial City;  (co-ed.) 
Changing Places: Australian Writers in Europe; 
No Casual Traveller: Hartley Grattan and Australia-
US Connections; (co-ed.) Xavier Herbert: Letters. 
Left: Costume Ball 
Football Match: 
Melbourne actors 
staging a charity 
match for the widow of 
Marcus Clarke, 1881
Above: Tombstone, broken column, from Marcus 
Clarke’s grave, Melbourne cemetery
Left: Marcus Clarke’s father-in-law, comedian John 
Dunn, as ‘Pauline’ in the burlesque, Lady of Lyons
Acknowledgments
All images for this article courtesy of the State Library of 
Victoria, except for the picture of Cyril Hopkins on page 4 which 
is courtesy of the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, 
the University of Texas at Austin.
